Recent scholarship on the collapse of Rapanui (Easter Island) society as a result of selfinflicted environmental degradation has inadvertently raised the international profile of Pacific islands as small, bounded and vulnerable ecosystems. 1 The history of Rapanui is not typical however. Most of the inhabitants of Remote Oceania were not bound by the sea, but rather embraced it as both habitat and pathway to resources and opportunities beyond their home islands.
The world of our ancestors was a large sea full of places to explore, to make their homes in, to breed generations of seafarers like themselves. People raised in this environment were at home with the sea. They played in it as soon as they could walk steadily, they worked in it, they fought on it. They developed great skills for navigating their waters, and the spirit to traverse even the few large gaps that separated their island groups. Theirs was a large world in which peoples and cultures moved and mingled, unhindered by boundaries of the kind erected much later by imperial powers. This vision was a response to outsider stereotypes of small island nations as 'basket cases'. The classic statement of this viewpoint was an article published in 1985 by Geoffrey Bertram and Ray Watters which asserted that smaller Pacific Island nation states were dependent on aid and remittances and would remain so into the future 3 : this image still appears to dominate the thinking of many Australian policy analysts concerned with Australia's relations with its Pacific neighbours. 4 Hau'ofa argues that these 'basket cases' were the result of barriers created by colonial boundaries and policies that imposed an artificial sense of isolation and separation upon Islanders.
Islanders must now de-colonise their minds, and recast their sense of identity by rediscovering the vision of their ancestors for whom the Pacific was a boundless sea of possibilities and opportunities.
His vision of ancestors who held an expansive view of their realm is closer to reality than other scholars admit. 5 Few Island communities were restricted to one island.
Prior to European colonial rule, Pacific Islanders had a close relationship with the sea.
Most lived along the coastal margins of their island homes. For most of the region's inhabitants the sea was integral to daily life. The sights, sounds and smells of the sea pervaded their daily existence, while the tastes of the sea were often on their lips. Islanders felt at ease in the sea, and excelled at swimming. The missionary William Ellis went so far as to describe Hawai'ians as "almost a race of amphibious beings." 7 Numerous European observers were struck by how comfortable Islanders were in the water, and often described them in terms usually reserved for marine creatures. They noted that Islanders derived great joy from being in the sea. Water sports and activities were popular with adults -body, board and canoe surfing; diving; canoe races; and swimming races. 8
The sea in thoughts and beliefs
The extraordinary role played by water in the lives of Islanders influenced their perception of the sea. Marine creatures were considered to be much more than a source of food. The categories that modern scientists use to classify the ocean and the life forms inhabiting it bear little resemblance to those traditionally used by Islanders. In their world all things were connected; fish might be seen as relatives as well as food, and gods and ancestors could take multiple forms. Instead of being relegated to the world of the 'supernatural' as they tend to be today, spiritual beings attributed to marine life figured in the daily lives of Islanders.
Signs sent from the gods might consist of natural phenomena such as thunder, or the actions of species associated with a particular god or ancestral spirit. The Tongan god Taufa might manifest himself in his priest Kautae, in a shark, or in a gecko. Such species were conceived of as vaka, (vessels) of the god. 9 Immediate and personal links connected marine creatures and humans. Fish might be manifestations of people who died at sea, particularly those who had drowned. 
The Sea as a Highway
The seas of Oceania were bridges rather than barriers. Mobility was integral to the yearly cycle for most Oceanic communities. A web of social, economic and political ties linked them with other communities and localities. The sheer volume of movement across the sea of islands attests to Islanders willingness and ability to travel. Islanders travelled mainly by sea, even to destinations on the same island. Pathways over land were generally poorly developed.
Many coastal communities could transport the majority of their population by canoe.
European explorers were often confronted by a host of canoes. Long voyages between archipelagos were still being undertaken in several areas into the nineteenth century.
Regular voyaging occurred between the Societies and Tuamotus in central Eastern
Polynesia, between Tonga, Samoa and Fiji in Western Polynesia, and between the atolls of the Western Carolines and their high island neighbours in Micronesia. 11 Islanders usually waited for favourable winds rather than risk sailing in dangerous winds. Records garnered since 1770 suggest that Islanders were remarkably skilled at avoiding dangerous sea conditions. While studying the traditional navigational ability of Puluwatese in the 1960s, Thomas Gladwin noted that 73 voyages were conducted in 16 months without any mishap. Up to 1970 the last Puluwatese fatality at sea had occurred in 1945 when a canoe was lost during a typhoon. 12 10 The following account of Hawai'ian conceptions of the sea is based on Malo (1951:16-18, 26 The people of the sea travelled beyond their immediate landscapes and seascapes for a variety of reasons. Most communities could gain access to valuables through exchanges with other communities. The social ties forged by such relationships could be called upon in times of need, such as drought or the aftermath of storms. 13 A combination of small islands and regional networks made most oceanic communities highly localised in their affinities, and expansive, even regional, in their interactions. Most Islanders embraced multiple cultural affinities, both local and regional.
The openness of the island world meant that natural and human influences from beyond the horizon often resulted in periods of rapid change. The sea has many moods, and its more violent ones influenced the course of history. Natural hazards continue to disrupt and endanger the lives of Pacific communities into the present day as the tsunami that Island history also taught that strangers from beyond the horizon periodically came to overthrow rulers. Islander political and social philosophy centred on the idea of melding local and exotic elements. Usurping strangers from beyond the horizon pervade many traditional histories. Rulers who offended their people could not rely on their support when the next usurper arrived, and might even face a challenge from within. 14
Colonial Atrophy
One group of outsiders dramatically altered Islanders' relationships with the sea.
European colonial activities and regulations reined in Islanders' inter-island mobility as never before. In Micronesia, the Japanese authorities forbade long distance canoe travel 13 For example see William H. Alkire (1970) Nineteenth-century imperialism erected boundaries that lead to the contraction of Oceania, transforming a once boundless world into the Pacific Island states and territories that we know today. People were confined to their tiny spaces, isolated from each other. No longer could they travel freely to do what they had done for centuries. They were cut off from their relatives abroad, from their far-flung sources of wealth and cultural enrichment. This is the historical basis of the view that our countries are small, poor and isolated. It is true only insofar as people are still fenced in and quarantined. 17 While factually correct, Hau'ofa's representation is only a partial picture. Regular Western shipping services and the peace imposed by colonial authorities provided new opportunities to travel. The use of motorised vessels threatened to make many seafaring skills redundant. Ships' engines operate independently of wind and current, while the compass provided another means of determining direction. Traditional skills continued to be used as a backup when modern technology failed or was unavailable. Some places that abandoned traditional seafaring for modern shipping and air services, however, found themselves more isolated than before when these services fell victim to commercial realities. On larger islands, jet travel led to massive out-migration. 18 15 William Alkire (1965) Lamotrek Atoll and Inter-Island Socioeconomic Ties, The University of Illinois Press, Urbana, p. 149 & Alkire (1978:140-141) . 16 David Lewis (1978) 
Reclaiming the Sea?
Pockets of Islander seafaring survived the colonial era reasonably intact -especially on small, isolated islands. These oases of traditional knowledge enabled a voyaging revival to take place. A number of canoe voyages were made in the late 1960s and early 1970s between the Western Carolines and Marianas by Satawalese and Puluwatese pelu (traditional navigators) using traditional navigation. In 1976, the Carolinian navigator Mau Piailug navigated the Hokule'a, a reconstructed Hawai'ian double-hulled canoe, 2500 miles from Hawai'i to Tahiti using traditional methods.
The voyage of the Hokule'a captured the imagination of many, and inspired a voyaging renaissance. Other Islanders followed the Hawai'ian example and relearned disused arts, reconstructed voyaging canoes based on early European accounts, and sailed along old sea lanes to ancestral homes. This renaissance reached its peak at the 1992 Pacific Hau'ofa has been criticised for not offering practical solutions to the problems of Pacific Islands -their small size, remoteness, lack of resources, and dependence on external funding. This response views the solution in terms of natural resources rather than attitudes. The reality is that many problems cannot be solved with the resources available, but there is much that can be changed, and here lessons can be learned from the past. Hau'ofa attempts to reshape attitudes. His call for Islanders to return to seeing themselves as unified by the Pacific could be harnessed to efforts to create more regionalism in the Pacific, along the lines already embodied in agencies such as the Pacific Islands Forum and the Secretariat of the Pacific Community, as well as greater cooperation called for in initiatives such as the Pacific Plan. 24 22 One of the most comprehensive reviews of marine policy options in the independent Pacific is Roniti Teiwaki (1988) Management of Marine Resources in Kiribati, Suva: University of the South Pacific. 23 Christopher S. Lobban & Maria Schefter (1997) Tropical Pacific Island Environments, Guam: University of Guam Press, pp. 274-277; Nero (1997:377-378) . 24 A good, recent example of this vision is Dave Peebles (2005) Pacific Regional Order, Asia Pacific Press, Canberra. While Hau'ofa is correct in asserting that his ancestors saw the Pacific as a sea of opportunity, Pacific Island history holds other lessons for today's Pacific communities.
Islanders should not only have pride in the achievements of their ancestors, but also learn from them. Historically, the most successful societies in Oceania have been those that exhibit social cohesion and a high level of organisation in response to challenges from beyond the horizon, and flexibility and adaptability in dealing with such external influences. 25 
